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FROM POVERTY TO PRIVILEGE

Abstract

Everyday people are struggling to meet very basic needs for themselves and for their
family members. They turn to the government, community and non profit agencies to help them
overcome obstacles. This research paper will analyze the different resources that specific
countries provide and will find out what resources work best to relieve people from poverty. The
measurements will be based off the number of people who have overcome their situations and
will give specific examples of people who have done so. It will also measure the results based
off of the environment, government and each country’s history and traditions. The countries I’ve
chosen to research were Guatemala, the United States, the United Kingdom, Zimbabwe and
Japan. The results will help society understand what needs to be done for our community and
other communities around the globe, how we can best help them and it will recognize the people
who have gone against all odds and successfully recovered from the hardships of poverty.
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Guatemala
Guatemala is a country known for its rich Mayan heritage and amazing food. It is located
between El Salvador and Mexico in Central America. Guatemala gained its independence on
September 15, 1821 from Spain and is considered a constitutional democratic republic. The
culture of this country is very rich and diverse. The food in this country is great Spanish food,
such as flautas, cows tongue, tortillas, sugar bread, and rice. Every morning, people travel to the
market in town to buy great food that is fresh and delicious. A typical market in Guatemala
consists of fresh fruits and vegetables from many different vendors, creative crafts such as
scarves, blankets, even knives, and sometimes there are even cooking utensils being sold in the
market. The market is usually very busy and this is the best place to buy food. Traditionally, the
women buy the food and stay in the house to cook it throughout the day while the men go to
W

work usually in some kind of agricultural job. Many women usually cook three meals a day and
spend lots of time in the kitchen. After lunch, the people are usually given a siesta which means
nap and it has become a part of their culture.
Guatemala has had a troubling and difficult history, one that the citizens of Guatemala
continue to feel even in this day. Between 1960 and 1996, there was a civil war going on
throughout Guatemala that involved organizations controlling different parts of the military. The
length and brutality of this 36 year civil war left the country ravaged. During that time the
government of Guatemala was constantly changing and the people of the country did not trust
who was put into to power. “A truth commission set up after the war ended said that more than
200.000 civilians were killed during the conflict and some 400 Mayan villages were razed.
38.000 people were taken by military death squads and never seen again. Thousands of children
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were orphaned, and one million people uprooted to become refugees” (Women In World
History) Currently the situation is on the mend and the people are beginning to trust the new
person in power.
Unfortunately, the people are still going through a very difficult time. In 2004, about
52.6% of the population lived below the poverty line. Most of the people living below that line
were families of Mayan descent. The socioeconomic gap is extremely large in Guatemala and
according to the Journal of Human Development “these are the families who help constitute the
2% of the population that controls over 70% of agricultural land in Guatemala” (Journal of
Human Development). Most women spend their time cooking and they make their girls do the
same thing once they reach ten. They also have the kids to help sell crafts or fruits. They are
very desperate for help and money and so many kids are out of school selling whatever they can.
The education level in Guatemala is horrible and 27% of the adult population is illiterate. The
reason there are so many people illiterate as adults is because as about 86% of children are not
going to school, which contributes to the poverty rates when they become adults. The reason
many children do not go to schools is due to money concerns as well as the distance between a
family’s home and the local school. Education is a great way for a country to lift itself out of
poverty, but so long as such a large number of children cannot go to school, it helps no one.
According to How Children Develop, “The more years children spend in poverty, the lower their
IQ tends to be” (Siegler, 2006). Children do not have the power to succeed if they do not have
the resources or positive reinforcement. For many families, they struggle to grow their crops,
have the money to bring the crops down to the market each day, and pay for their children to go
to school. If there were more schools available, more teachers, and if children did not have to
pay to go to school than this could have a positive effect on the countries poverty and illiteracy
5
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levels. .According to UNICEF, about four percent more boys enroll in primary schools than girls
(add citation). This needs to be changed and if so it will allow more people to come out of
poverty.
Nutrition is also a serious problem in Guatemala. Many people do not have the money to
eat properly and to eat enough throughout the day. UNICEF found that “Guatemala has one of
the worst nutritional conditions in the region. Nearly 23 percent of children over three months
and under five months of age suffered from general
malnutrition, while almost one-half suffered from
chronic malnutrition in 2006” (www.unicef.org).
“Guatemala has stark divisions between its rich and poor
communities. The populations affected by malnutrition
are largely the Indigenous Mayan communities that
make up most of the country’s rural farmers, mostly
sharecroppers, who have twice the rates of stunting of the non-Indigenous population" (The
Lancet.com 2008)
Rigoberta Menchu is one person who has been able to sustain Guatemala, encourage and
truly change the lives of many indigenous people of the country. During the civil war, she
watched as her brother was killed right in front of her and as her father was taken away from the
family. Rigoberta did not stand for the treatment that the government put her family and the rest
of her people through. She rebelled and began advocating for the rights of the indigenous
people. She had to flee the country to resist arrest, but continued to help her people. Rigoberta
described the struggles her people went through in a book that won a Nobel Peace Prize. This
book portrayed the testimonies of the Mayan people during the civil war. Her advocacy efforts
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helped others realize the challenges that the people of Guatemala were facing and she had made
a dramatic effect on the outcome of the war. She rose from poverty and is now one of the most
well known peace advocates of the Guatemalan Civil War. With her passion and perseverance,
she was able to rise from poverty and help others do the same.
Rigoberta was able to rise from poverty and, with help, so have many others. Rigoberta
did so by fighting for her, friends and family. With the help of non profit organizations, many
others are learning to do the same and help themselves. For example, Save the Children works
in villages that need the most help and provide many resources to the people. Save the Children
teaches children and families about financial stability, education and school attendance, and
ways to eat healthier. The skills gained from Save the Children will have a permanent effect on
the community.
World Vision is another organization that promotes
education in Guatemala. World Vision works with different
communities and helps with nutrition and education. They have
helped build schools and promote education. They also provide
medications to those in the area that may need them but cannot
afford to receive them from other facilities.
Overall, there are many organizations in Guatemala that work with the people and
provide food, shelter and education. The ones that make a greater impact on the community are
those that educate the community verses those that hand things to the community. Education is
the most important resource a community can have because it teaches children to strive for what
they want and it gives them the ability to use that skill when the teacher is not around.
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United States

v

--------------The United States is a country of freedom, power and wealth. America is a democratic
power that sometimes uses its resources to help other countries for the better. Our country is
made of many cultures and is known as the melting pot of the world. People from all over the
world come to America to live a variety of lifestyles in the United States and therefore the
culture is diverse. Instead of focusing on the cultural aspect of this country, which is still an
important factor, I will be focusing on facts that may surprise most.
“ Based on the Census Bureau’s broadest income measure, the 2007 level of poverty for
children under age 18 was 10.4% (7.7 million persons). For persons age 18-24 it was 13.3% (3.8
million). The relative poor would then include all persons in households with equivalent income
less than or equal to the relative threshold” (Plotnick, 2009). Even though poverty is not as
apparent in our country as it is others, there are still many people struggling daily to survive.
The most noticeable circumstances of poverty are the ones of the homeless people living on the
streets. There are many people that are hidden, yet living in poverty. The statistics keep getting
worse with the worsening economy. As stated on the website of the National Coalition for the
Homeless, “Another approximation is from a study done by the National Law Center on
Homelessness and Poverty which states that approximately 3.5 million people, 1.35 million of
them children, are likely to experience homelessness in a given year” (National Law Center on
Homelessness and Poverty, 2007). Besides homelessness, many people today are living on
unemployment and food stamps. Many people in the United States work more than one job just
to survive. College degrees are becoming essential in the process of finding a job, yet it remains
unaffordable for many.
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Education in the United States is doing very well, but we still have some high school
dropouts. “Every day in the U.S., 6,000 students drop out of school” ('www.dosomething.com).
While many people go to college, we can’t ignore the people who cannot go to college. People
with a lack of education are less likely to succeed than those who have been well educated.
A lack of education can also cause students to join gangs and commit violent crimes.
“The Department of Justice estimates there are approximately 30,000 gangs, with 800,000
members, impacting 2,500 communities across the United States” (Do Something). A family
can affect a child joining a gang as well. Most children who grow up in adequate homes do not
need to be a part of a gang, but children who do not have the support a family provides are more
likely to replace that by joining a gang. Along with violence, domestic violence and rape are
issues in the United States. Addiction is another problem in the United States and can affect
peoples’ lives. There are many factors that can affect the poverty level within the Unites States,
but there are many people who have overcome those struggles.
One person who has overcome those obstacles, August Mally, works with the National
Coalition of the Homeless. August saw his first financial difficulty when he and 700 others were
fired from their jobs in a warehouse. He looked for many jobs and could not find any. This
eventually led to August not being able to afford rent and it was then when he had his first
experience of being homeless. August went from shelter to shelter and stayed in each shelter as
long as possible. Unfortunately, many of the shelters only let people stay for a maximum
amount of days. Finally August found a shelter that allowed him to stay for a long period of
time. At this shelter, they taught people how to get out of their situations. They trained them in
job and interview skills, taught them how to budget and how to advance in their careers. August
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took what he learned from the shelter and started his own business. Now, August is managing
his life and still advocating for the homeless with the National Coalition of the Homeless.
In the United States, dependence can become an issue for those living with very little.
People depend on the community, friends, family, and the government to take care of them or
help them. Shelters are great tools, but can create dependence. Welfare and unemployment
help, but can also create dependence. Food stamps are great for those who need them, but can
defer users from finding a way out of using them. The best way then to help someone out of
poverty in the United States is by helping them help themselves. Teach them what they need to
learn and encourage them to do it themselves. Some shelters charge an incredibly low monthly
rate for people to stay there so they are not just giving them housing for free. People get used to
something and depend on it. We want to avoid that and in order to help people we need to allow
them to help themselves.
The United States government has many resources for people who are struggling with
work and housing. The U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development can provide low
income families with affordable housing in almost every city in the country. This affordable
housing is called Section 8 housing. The government also provides free housing counselors and
a homeowner’s help line. Programs like “Making Homes Affordable” provide ways to refinance
your mortgage and provide foreclosure alternatives. There are many resources that can help
families find affordable housing like Habitat for Humanity and Passionist Volunteers. With the
amount of resources that many communities have in the United States, many believe that we
have a good possibility of wiping out poverty in the United States.

W
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Zimbabwe

w

-----------------

Zimbabwe is a country located in the south west of Africa. Along with many other
countries in Africa, this country is made of many different heritages and tribes. “The largest
ethnic group is collectively known as the Shona and consists of the Manyika, Zezuru, Karanga,
Korekore, Rozwi, and Ndau groups, which make up about seventy-six percent of the population.
The second largest ethnic group is the Ndebele, consisting of the Ndebele and Kalanga groups,
which constitute about 18 percent” (Every Culture). Zimbabwe gained its independence on April
18,1980 and now combines African and European traditions into their daily lives. In Zimbabwe,
women are the head of the household and are able to make crafts including pottery, basketry,
textiles and jewelry. Agriculture is their main source of income and there is no set family
structure.
Unfortunately, 83% of people living in Zimbabwe live on less than $2 a day and many of
the people are infected with disease. The average lifespan of a male is 44 years of age. Families
can be made of grandparents taking care of their children’s children or teenagers taking care of
the younger kids due to disease. “A child bom in Africa faces more health risks than a child
bom in other parts of the world. Such a child has more than a 50% chance of being
malnourished, a high risk of being HIV-positive at birth while malaria, diarrhoeal diseases, and
acute respiratory infections account for 51% of deaths. A child bom in the African region is
more likely to lose his/ her mother due to complications in childbirth or HIV/AIDS while that
child has a life-expectancy of just 47 years and is very likely—at least once in his/ her short
life—to be affected by drought, famine, flood or civil war, or become a refugee” (Rispelle,
2009). Living situations for most in Zimbabwe are horrible. They are affected by disease,
W
ll
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malnutrition, hunger and lack of education every day. A child is very lucky if he/she can go to
school in Zimbabwe because many are forced to work to help support their family.
The government does not make anything any better. The government in Zimbabwe is
falling apart and many tribes are turning against each other. They can only trust their own tribe,
even though most are neighbors. It is very dangerous there right now and these small wars have
been taking place for many years.
People in Zimbabwe have been finding ways to survive. One family in particular was
able to start with a $20 loan and is now making about $300 a year. All they needed were the
proper resources and they were able to get themselves out of poverty. They bought a water
irrigation system with that $20 and now they are able to water their crops in much less time.
There are many other families who were given small loans and those small loans helped them
V

make more money.
For the people of Zimbabwe to get out of this economic depression, but some resources
that have already helped them is microfinancing. Microfinancing is where a small loan is given
to a family or person and that person works with the lender to create a business that will profit
them in the long run and will allow them to pay back their loan. Opportunity International is an
organization that works with people all over the world to create entrepreneurs daily. This
organization finds individuals or groups of people that would like to take out a loan and meet
with all of them weekly to talk about the managing of their business. Opportunity International
also works with their clients on managing a savings account and how to make the most of it.
With the clients they have throughout the world, they are also able to train those clients to help
others in their countries. They train them about financial topics, healthcare, civil rights, domestic
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violence, etc. Opportunity International has helped many people all over the world overcome
poverty.
One person Opportunity International has helped is Henry Kangwelema from Zimbabwe.
Henry has a family of eight and was struggling to even give them one meal a day. For a year, he
had to take his children out of school because he could not afford it. This year was particularly
hard on his family and many others because there was a drought and his crops were not growing.
Opportunity International created microinsurance for crops and supplied families with fertilizer
that helped in the growth of crops. Now, Henry does not need to worry about drought and how
to feed his children because he can always repay the organization.
There are many other organizations that help in Zimbabwe the way that Opportunity
International does. There are also organizations that send teachers to Zimbabwe to help children
have a better future. These schools are able to find donated supplies and the teachers are usually
volunteers. Besides teachers, many organizations send doctors to Zimbabwe to each about
nutrition and healthy habits. They also teach on disease and provide medications for those living
with disease. With the many resources that are provided, it is still very difficult for people in
Zimbabwe to get out of poverty. More resources are needed as well as peace and education
within the country is needed to help the people rise from poverty.
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United Kinedom
The United Kingdom is made up of several countries in Western Europe, specifically
England, Scotland, Northern Ireland, and Wales. These countries are very similar to each other,
including the government and culture. The government is considered a constitutional monarchy
and a commonwealth realm, which means that a King and Queen are Head of State and their
parliament helps them run the country. In the parliament, they vote on bills and policies that
ultimately affect all of the United Kingdom. The culture in the United Kingdom is different
depending on the area, but a majority of the population is living comfortably. In fact, only 8% of
the population is unemployed as of 2009. Most people go to school in the UK and many go
through universities and get a higher education. They have been able to succeed in many areas
and are able to keep poverty rates low.
Even though their poverty rates are low, there are still people in the UK who live under
the poverty line. In fact, 1 in 5 people in the UK live in poverty. Poverty in the UK is not being
able to buy the day to day necessities like heat, water and an apartment. Women are still treated
unfairly and many get paid only 40% of what men earn (Oxfam). Healthcare is difficult for
those who cannot afford private healthcare. Many people have to wait months in order to see a
doctor because the demand is so high. With their system, no one is turned away from healthcare,
but many people wait to be seen.
There are many people fighting to see the rates lower. The All Party Parliamentary
Group on poverty is working with parliament and finding ways to illuminate this act. They are
working with social service agencies that help with home visits or with community outreach.
Oxfam is another organization that is working to fight for the rights of many people in the UK.
Oxfam is campaigning for better health and for equal pay within the UK. They are also working
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on helping refugees that come into the UK. There are many organizations working on the
reduction of poverty. By working with parliament, it is possible.

Japan
Japan is another country that is fairly wealthy and has developed in many ways since
World War II. After World War II, it was difficult for families to recover form the dramatic
events overseas and on their own land. They eventually recovered with brilliant ideas on the
economy and specifically technology. Japan is one of the leaders in the industry of technology
and has been able to recover economically due to their high tech products. Their government is
very similar to the one of the United Kingdom and they have a parliamentary government with a
constitutional monarchy. Their Prime Minister, which is the head of the parliament, appoints the
cabinet that he works with. Policies are passed and voted upon in each house of the parliament
and must have a certain percentage of the vote in each house.
Japan does not have very many people living below the poverty line. Japan is one of the
leading economic countries in the world and anyone that may be in poverty is working class.
The reason they are still surviving is because the working class works brutal hours and does not
have time for anything else in life. There is a small percentage of elderly who are becoming
homeless because they are not able to work any more. The biggest issue is helping the elderly
who must stop working.
There are many non profit agencies that are working in Japan and the banks of Japan are
also trying to help out the poor. World Vision is an organization that visits Japan and helps them
in whatever areas they need. The banks will provide ways out of poverty for those living in
Japan that needs help.
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